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In Contentious Journalism and the Internet, Cherian George offers a wide-reaching 
and yet nuanced exploration of attempts to use the Internet as a media of 
democratization in Singapore and Malaysia. The book is grounded in a clear 
recognition of the technological imperatives, legal structures and political cultures 
that define and limit the opportunities for citizens to use the Internet for political 
engagement. The book, however, concentrates on issues of human agency – when and 
how citizens chose to work within or around the technological and regulatory 
environment to use the Internet to enrich or extend their spheres for political dialogue. 
 
George studies websites that proffer ‘contentious journalism’, which he defines as 
journalism that contests ‘the consensus that powerful interests try to shape and sustain 
through the mainstream media’ (p. 3). Such journalism challenges the authority and 
agendas of the political and economic elite. Contentious journalism also supports 
democratization by offering space for the voices and agendas of individuals and 
community sectors that might normally be under-represented or excluded from most 
other media. 
  
Contentious Journalism and the Internet presents a detailed analysis of the websites 
of Sintercom, Think Centre, Harakah Daily and Malaysiakini. George acknowledges 
that it is even contentious as to whether these websites should be defined as 
journalism, given that they ‘subscribe to a more morally engaged and less 
disinterested mode of journalism than their mainstream counterparts’ (p. 5). However, 
he evaluates these websites as being clearly journalistic in the way that they present 
reports and commentary on current political and public issues, policies and processes. 
He also purports that contentious journalism contests not just mainstream politics but 
also the norms of mainstream journalism and its role in democracy.  
 
The ‘contentious journalism’ that George studies is arguably not ‘less disinterested’ 
than that in the mainstream media, but merely more transparent in the way that it 
presents opinions and advocacy of political causes. Mark Fishman, Herbert Gans, 
Stuart Hall and colleagues, and many other scholars have repeatedly described how 
mainstream journalists habitually access ‘authoritative’ and ‘accredited’ sources and 
engage in ‘strategic rituals’ to maintain the image of comprehensiveness, impartiality 
and balance in their news. Such ritualistic practices often lead to the news being 
dominated by the frames and perspectives of political and economic powerbrokers. 
Much of what passes as objective journalism in the mainstream media of Singapore, 
Malaysia or most other countries may therefore be as partisan in representing the 
interests and priorities as determined by society’s elite as this contentious online 
journalism is in representing alternative value systems and viewpoints. 
 
George’s case studies convincingly illustrate how contentious online journalism 
challenges the hegemony not just in terms of what information is published and how it 
is framed, but in a myriad of other ways. At a reporting level, it 
may include modifying or even discarding the norms of journalistic professionalism 
and objectivity. At an organisational level, it may involve greater-than usual levels of 
democracy in staffing and editorial decision making or rejection of 
mainstream financial models. Furthermore, the case studies illustrate how the activism 
of those who establish and operate contentious journalism websites is shaped by and 
in turn shapes the activities of their ‘readers, the citizens of their real-world 
communities, and the mainstream media.  
 
Although both Malaysia and Singapore were early and avid adopters of Internet 
technology, George concludes that the former has a stronger culture of contentious 
online journalism than the latter. The book reinforces existing studies that have found 
that while Singapore offers leading-edge online technology and high levels of online 
government services to its citizens, it scores poorly on other measures of political and 
democratic activity. In his other conclusions, George offers a cautiously optimistic 
evaluation of the significance and outcomes of the interplay between contentious and 
mainstream journalism and politics in both countries. 
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